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Staff Writer

GORDONVILLE-Some pastors touting the title "Dr." before their names
need a refresher course in ethics, according to a paper awaiting publication
in the journal Christian Higher Education.

The treatise by Rusty Waller, pastor of First Baptist Church in Gordonville,
is titled "Higher Education Credentials of American Clergy: Ethics or
Antics?"

A bivocational pastor, Waller also is dean of institutional research and
effectiveness at North Central Texas College in Gainesville, where he
ensures the college meets regional accreditation standards.

Waller also has helped Baptist University of the Americas in its quest for
accreditation. The San Antonio school recently gained national
accreditation from the Accrediting Association of Bible Colleges, which
qualifies it to offer a bachelor of arts degree. The school now seeks regional
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accreditation, which is harder to obtain.

Regional accreditation is important, Waller contended, because it provides
a clear standard of academic requirements.

Attorneys, teachers, architects, doctors and other professionals are
required to earn degrees from regionally accredited schools, he noted.
Such accreditation indicates the level of scholarship mandated to attain the
degree.

So when a pastor begins calling himself "Dr." when he does not hold an
accredited doctoral degree, it hurts his witness, Waller contends.

"Pastors need to be aware that the use of the title 'Dr.," without having a
regionally accredited degree is deeply offensive to those in other
professions who have to work to maintain their credentials," he explained.

Waller said he first considered writing on this topic as he saw
televangelists taking on the title "Dr." He was unable to ascertain the
source of most their degrees, he said, "which tells me it's a very bogus
situation."

His investigation revealed a number of places where an unaccredited
doctoral diploma can be secured for a minimal amount of cash. One site for
the Progressive Universal Life Church currently will throw in a doctor of
divinity degree for free if a doctor of philosophy in either religion or
theology is ordered for $175.

Waller went a step further, however, and decided to see what he could
determine about the credentials of a sample of Baptist General Convention
of Texas pastors.

He sent questionnaires to 200 pastors whose churches matched a
representative sample of the size and ethnicity of the convention. Only 105



of those surveys were returned, of which 35 pastors claimed doctoral
degrees. Seven of those 35 doctorates, 20 percent, came from non-
regionally accredited doctoral programs.

Waller said he would stop short of saying only 20 percent of the sample had
degrees from non-regionally accredited schools, however, because only 52
percent of the pastors in the pool responded.

"I have questions about the non-respondents and where their credentials
are from," he said. "I would speculate that those who returned their
questionnaires didn't see anything wrong with having non-regionally
accredited degrees."

He postulates that some who did not respond may have been more aware.

He does admit, however, that there is a wide spectrum of sources of non-
regionally accredited degrees, "from the most bogus of diploma mills to
actual institutions" of merit.

At the high end of that spectrum, Waller places Luther Rice Seminary, the
most common source of non-regionally accredited degrees among those
surveyed. However, while not a place to buy a diploma without study, the
independent seminary should not be viewed on an even par with fully
accredited seminaries such as Logsdon School of Theology at Hardin-
Simmons University or Baylor University's Truett Theological Seminary, he
asserted.

Luther Rice Seminary is accredited by the Transnational Association of
Christian Colleges and Schools, a certification that requires less strenuous
examination than that offered by regional commissions such as the
Southern Association of Colleges and Schools.

The United States Department of Education views TRACS on the same level
as the Association of Theological Schools, the nation's primary accrediting
agency for mainstream theological education. However, both Logsdon and



Truett are accredited not only by ATS on the national level but by SACS on
the regional level.

And to Waller's perspective as an educator, that makes a huge difference.

"Other professions require doctorates from regionally accredited
institutions," he said. "Why should pastors settle for less?"

Waller does not suggest that a regionally accredited degree should be a
requirement for the pastorate, or that the education that can be gained at
some schools, such as Luther Rice, is not without merit.

"I have no problem with a person pursuing an education wherever they
choose, but I do have a problem with them putting '‘Dr.' in front of their
name" if they do not hold a regionally accredited degree, he said.

That is especially true if a pastor knowingly obtains a degree not acquired
by scholarship on the doctoral level, Waller said. "Credentials without
education can only be for men to look at."

Likewise, it is unethical for a pastor who receives an honorary doctorate,
such a doctor of divinity degree, to affix "Dr." to his name, Waller said.

Reading his paper probably won't change the minds of those who already
have secured non-accredited degrees, Waller admitted. But he does hope to
impact future decisions.

"I don't really think writing this will stop anyone who is using the title 'Dr.'
from using it, but I hope that some young pastors out there considering this
will get their doctorates from regionally accredited institutions," he said.

"I've been a pastor from 29 years, but I can understand how a young man
might look and see that he can have a doctorate here for $700, and over
there it's going to take years of commitment and ask ‘What's my motivation
to do that?' if they don't understand all the issues."
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